Measuring the Distribution of health behaviors in Working Populations-The Needs Assessment
by Cynthia W. Kelly, PhD C ompanies interested in addressing major health issues should begin by identifying those workers who currently report health behaviors that could negatively impact their health (O'Donnell & Harris, 1994; Riedel, Lynch, Base, Hymel, & Peterson, 2001) . A needs assessment is one way to identify workers who report health-related behaviors that could result in disease or injury.
Assessment data are especially needed for hourly manufacturing workers as the research literature does not provide sufficient or readily available information regarding the expected distribution of unhealthy behaviors (e.g., smoking, lack of nutrition, and lack of exercise) among this subset of workers. Yet, manufacturing workers may be at the highest risk for lifestyle-related diseases and reduced life expectancy (Gates, Brehm, Hutton, Singler, & Poeppelman, 2006) . These same workers can use substantially more health care dollars for chronic diseases as they age and retire (Hagberg & Lindholm, 2006; Ozminkowski et al., 2006) .
Occupational health nurses can use the findings from needs assessments to identify individual workers who could benefit from work-based health promotion activities, or programs that meet the health-related needs of the worker population. Focused health promotion for at-risk employees has been demonstrated to be more cost-effective than general health promotion programs (Hagberg & Lindholm, 2006) .
the trAnstheoreticAl MoDel of behAvior chAnge
The Transtheoretical Model was developed to assist researchers and practitioners in understanding the process by which individuals decide to change their behavior and best practices in support of clients who need to change (Prochaska & Velicer, 1994) . The model lists five stages of change and appropriate interventions depending on the stage in which clients find themselves.
Precontemplative is the first stage, meaning the client has not even considered changing. Clients in this stage need to be made aware that their health behaviors may adversely affect their health now or in the future and it is possible to prevent negative outcomes by changing their behavior now. In the contemplative stage, clients begin to consider the change in behavior and how they might accomplish this. In the prep-aration stage, clients are thinking about ways to change their behaviors (i.e., for smoking cessation, using a patch or nicotine gum, eliminating one cigarette per day, or "going cold turkey"). In the action stage, clients actually change their behavior by either eliminating a harmful behavior or acquiring a new behavior that benefits their health (e.g., exercise). Unfortunately, maintaining a new behavior is difficult. The maintenance stage focuses on, for example, how to continue to exercise or remain tobacco free. Finally, the termination phase is reached when clients no longer are tempted to return to the old pattern of behavior.
The following case study provides a blueprint for conducting a health behavior needs assessment at the workplace using an instrument based on the Transtheoretical Model.
cAse stuDy
A cross-sectional survey was conducted within three pilot studies (Kelly, 2001) . The survey population consisted of all employees (n = 623) of a national paper-processing manufacturer. On the basis of a list of all company employees from the human resources department, individuals asked to participate in the study were active, full-time workers. Each employee received a survey through the mail. A prestamped return envelope was provided for returning the completed survey. A response rate of 22% (n = 137) to 26% (n = 162) was anticipated based on the company's history of internal survey responses. The actual number of completed surveys totaled 178 (29% of all employees).
Respondents were asked to answer questions in three categoriescigarette smoking, low-fat eating, and regular exercise-all behaviors linked to the incidence and prevalence of heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. The answers to the questions identified the stage of change for each respondent. The data were compiled and evaluated using Excel software (Microsoft Corp., Redmond, WA).
The mean age of the participants was 40 years (SD = 10 years), with ages ranging from 18 to 68 years. The sample workers were predominately White and male and worked hourly jobs (Table) .
Of the total sample, only 21% reported all three heart-healthy behaviors, and 79% reported one or more unhealthy behaviors. Of those reporting a single unhealthy behavior, 2% were smokers, 12% consumed a high-fat diet, and 26% reported no regular exercise. Among those reporting multiple unhealthy behaviors, smokers were more likely (57%) to report at least two unhealthy behaviors; 29% of the respondents reported both exercise and diet concerns.
The participants were asked to complete the phrase, "When making a behavior change . . .," by choosing one of several possible responses. Of those who reported multiple unhealthy behaviors, 20% responded, "I prefer an all or none approach" to change and 80% responded, "I would rather take on one problem at a time."
conclusion
The number of employees reporting unhealthy behaviors at this manufacturing facility highlights the need to identify actual and potential health concerns among manufacturing workers. Health promotion programs are needed to reduce the potential impact of these behaviors on workers' long-term health as well as the company's overall health care costs (Gates et al., 2006) .
Occupational health nurses can use the findings of needs assessments to support activities at the worksite. Targeting a single health behavior offers an opportunity to successfully change multiple unhealthy behaviors, especially for smokers who also have unhealthy eating and exercise behaviors. Because lack of exercise was the most common unhealthy behavior and has demonstrated the best return for dollars spent (Hagberg & Lindholm, 2006) , it is reasonable that health promotion programs might target exercise as the entry point for adopting new lifestyle behaviors-even for those employees with multiple unhealthy behaviors.
The method used to survey the employee group in this study is appropriate for use by occupational health nurses in many workplaces due, in part, to minimal cost and substantial resulting data. The data can be used to identify employees who would benefit from specific programs to promote healthy behaviors; the data also define the optimal focus of health promotion activities.
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1 In this study, 79% of employees had one or more unhealthy behaviors that could result in disease or injury.
2 A needs assessment can be used to identify individual employees who have unhealthy behaviors and may be ready for behavior change.
3 Focused health behavior interventions for employees who are ready to make a behavior change are more effective than generalized health promotion. 
i n s u M M A r y

